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 Genders and Sexualities Alliances (GSAs), also commonly called Gay-Straight Alliances, 
are school-based clubs created for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Ally, and 
Intersex, plus all other non-heterosexual identifying students (LGBTQAI+). These clubs are 
orchestrated to create environments where LGBTQAI+ students can find agency in support, 
social activities, and activism. Advisors for these clubs develop these clubs for a variety of 
reasons, however, when these clubs first form, they often navigate a complex system of support 
and constraints. The following case study focuses on one specific Midwestern school district, 
and advisors who began GSAs in different urban-middle schools. For GSA advisors to 
successfully develop GSAs in public urban middle schools, support for the GSA will need to 
come from the district and building personnel. Advisors must leverage experiences from their 
personal background, education, and occupational training to assist in developing their clubs. 
They must also successfully navigate constraints they may encounter, such as parental discontent 
and student oppression.  







CHAPTER 1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
In an establishment that is meant to be safe and comfortable for students, schools are 
permeated with heteronormative practices that promote gender roles. In using clarifying 
terminology, this study will utilize the term LGBTQAI+ for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Queer, Questioning, Intersex, Two Spirit, Asexual, Pansexual and other identities 
that are not cisgender or heterosexual, the “+” referring to the latter forms of identity. (Stonefish 
& Lafreniere, 2015, p. 5) The term queer is a contentious word, often associated with negative 
connotations due to derogatory remarks. However, in recent history, queer has been retaken as 
and used as a means of noting identity beyond heterosexuality and cisgender. 
 In schools, LGBTQIA+ students often have experiences that reveal hostile circumstances 
and produce discomfort. The discomfort comes from homophobic and transphobic experiences 
related to student harassment (Ioverno et. al., 2016, pp. 368-69). Teachers, or the institution itself 
may also direct these experiences towards them. LGBTQIA+ students have higher instances of 
suicide, anxiety, and depression. (Lafreniere & Stonefish, 2015) These forces create instances of 
“othering” that create hostile experiences for LGBTQIA+ students. Experiences for LGBTQIA+ 
students are disruptive to learning, and the lack of support for LGBTQIA+ students may even 
create or further mental health issues like depression and anxiety.  
Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) are organizations or clubs that are developed in a K-12 
setting. Traditionally, these clubs developed to fill the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer/questions, and all others who do not prescribe to the heterosexual identity 
(LGBTQIA+), as well as allies. GSAs are often an extracurricular organization or club that 
prioritize supporting LGBTQIA+ students through safe spaces for support, conversing, and 





community within the organization, activism outside of the organization, a safe space for 
students who are involved, and developing strategies for dealing with heteronormativity. The 
term heteronormativity is going to be utilized throughout the literature review and conducted 
research. According to Cohen “Heteronormativity is both localized practices and those 
centralized institutions which legitimize and privilege heterosexuality and heterosexual 
relationships as fundamental and ‘natural’ within society.” (p. 77). School practices promote 
heteronormativity and problematize nonconformity of gender or sexual identity. Furthermore, 
studies since the 1980’s have shown the presence of GSAs in schools provides the school climate 
a greater degree of gender and sexuality acceptance (Ioverno et. al., 2016).  
The role of adults in the development of a GSA is important in helping to create a 
supportive and enriching environment for these students. The factors that advisors and other 
adults must take into consideration when developing a GSA are necessary for helping to support 
the spread of more GSA chapters. This study seeks to discover what constraints advisers 
navigate and what resources they leverage to advise GSAs at urban middle schools with the hope 
of identifying what steps adults can take to provide a safe space within a Gay-Straight Alliance 
(GSA) and school environment for LGBTQIA+ identifying students.  
 
Positionality Statement  
As a student, my experiences with LGBTQIA+ students in middle school was limited. 
However, at this age, I began to struggle with my own sexual identity. Like many students, 
middle school was a struggle, and I found it difficult to explain how I was viewing the world. 
One friend I had, named Joseph, was an openly bisexual boy. Due to my personal experiences 
and religious affiliations, I was raised with the belief that those who did not identify as 





varied sexual identities or gender identities were connected to sin. During middle school, Joseph 
became a target for students in both verbal and physical attacks. I brought this issue to my 
parents because I was very conflicted. One on hand, I knew that Joseph did not deserve to be 
targeted based on his sexual identity. However, on the other hand, I was not sure how my faith 
and religion related to his sexual identity. Given that this conversation was complex, my dad 
took the time to explain his own experiences with sexual identity. It was at that time that my 
father opened up about being labeled as bisexual as a teen. He was forced to see a psychiatrist. 
The psychiatrist diagnosed him as homosexual, and he was given therapy. This was my first 
experience with learning about gender or sexual identity. My father made sure for me to 
understand that this was not something within his control, nor was it something that anyone 
should be ashamed about. He finished this statement by stating that the most important thing for 
us to follow, as Christians were to follow the teachings of Jesus. Though I am no longer a 
practicing Christian, the very honest conversation that my father had with me continues to assert 
itself into my life. The idea that some identities cannot be changed, and that sexual and gender 
identity are not a choice. The choice lies with the people interacting with those within the 
LGBTQIA+ community, and our perceptions of people within that community have very real 
and potentially damaging results.  
My commitment to this research topic also stems from learning about the struggles of 
LGBTQIA+ students in middle school. As a teacher, I have dealt with situations where students 
were targeted based on their chosen identity. For example, teachers where I used to work were 
frequently engaged in open conversations where they used transphobic remarks when talking 
about a student. When this student was beginning to transition by choosing to go by a historically 





administration-led meetings discussing trans rights and afforded protections by the district 
including allowing students rights to access the bathroom of their chosen identity. Shortly after 
this district meeting, the community publicly began to attack the school and state policies. 
Additionally, the identity of the student became public knowledge. Eventually, his family moved 
the student out of the district.  
Being a relatively new teacher to the district, my interpretation of the events as it 
unfolded profoundly changed how I view rights of students. Additionally, it made me take notice 
of who is often protected and who is often not. The district in question did not have an active 
GSA in the school district. Homophobic and transphobic slurs were not an uncommon trend used 
by both students and staff. When students used homophobic slurs such as “gay,” it was not 
considered hateful language. Teachers did not directly challenge the oppressive language. It was 
also not uncommon that teachers would use similar language with each other. Yet, this is not the 
only area of my life that promotes an interest in working with LGBTQIA+ issues in schools. The 
education I was fortunate to gain while going through courses for an M.S. in Social and Cultural 
Studies in Education afforded me skills and knowledge when advocating for students.  
However, even with the foundational knowledge through courses and discussion with 
LGBTQIA+-identifying colleagues, my identity as a cisgender, heterosexual male provides me 
with privileges that oppressed persons would not have access to. Being a cisgender, heterosexual 
male prevents me more from fully understanding the significance of agency and safe space. The 
significance of a safe space is an important function of a GSA. Being that I am cisgender, my 
physical presence is a constraint because I am not out of place in public environments. The 
privileges of being cisgender and heterosexual where that is the predominant identity provides 





faculty that have LGBTQIA+ identities. This allows me to be within the same GSA space, and 
consider how my identity may both positively and negatively influence the development of these 
organizations. Furthermore, as an ally, I can utilize the information that is learned to support my 
LGBTQIA+ students and peers.  
Though, this identity has also afforded many opportunities that may otherwise have been 
difficult to obtain for those of marginalized identities. The completion of various degrees and 
access to white space, as a white person, is a form of privilege. The privileges based on my 
identity have been considered when teaching and completing higher-education coursework, 
however, I am still unnecessarily benefitting due to my identity. 
For the conducted research, the research question utilize is What challenges do advisors 
navigate and what resources do they leverage to advise GSAs in urban middle schools?  
Additionally, sub questions that help to focus the research are: How did the GSA start? What 
steps do adults take? The research question and sub questions are necessary to answer due to 
the limited scope of research that has been conducted into the development and progression of 






CHAPTER 2. EXPERIENCES OF LGBTQAI+ STUDENTS 
LGBTQIA+ Students in Schools 
In school, LGBTQIA+ identifying students are often targeted by heterosexual and 
cisgender peers due to their identity. Hostile interactions with peers put these youth at a higher 
risk for depression and make them four times more likely to commit suicide than their 
heterosexual and cisgender counterparts (Abreu, 2016).  In a national school climate survey, it 
was determined that 98.1% of LGBTQIA+ students reported they frequently heard the word 
“gay” used in a derogatory manner, 85.2% reported verbal harassment (such as threats of 
violence, name calling), 48.6% reported different forms of cyber bullying (via text messaging or 
social media), and 34.7% reported being physically harassed (pushed or shoved) in the past year. 
(Abrue, 2016) Such hostility has been correlated to lower GPAs, fewer plans to pursue post-
secondary education, higher rates of depression, and lower self-esteem among LGBTQIA+ 
students when compared to their heterosexual and cisgender peers (Kosciw et al., 2016;Abreu, 
2016) This puts LGBTQIA+ youth at a higher risk for depression and makes them four times 
more likely to commit suicide than their heterosexual and cisgender counterparts. Additionally, 
DePedro et. al. (2018), argue that homophobic and transphobic attack lead negative educational 
outcomes, including less success in school and fewer educational aspirations after graduation. (p. 
67) Though, that is not to say that LGBTQAI+ experiences in school and their survival, the 
ability for LGBTQAI+ students to manage situations positively, in school is without its merit in 
discussion.  
Students experiencing homophobic and transphobic experiences in school have instances 
of great survival techniques. These would include finding support groups. In a study conducted 





interviewed about their experiences in school. Through the interviews, students remarked on the 
need for social support. This included students finding teachers who would listen and provide 
insight. Additionally, this research led to the suggestions of creating important networks to help 
students create stability. For instance, a student named Seth, identified as a 20-year-old white 
male stated, “The other piece of advice is if you don’t have a support network, if you don’t have 
anybody to find somebody. Go get help because I would not have known what to do if I didn’t 
have somebody to talk to. You’ve got to get it off your chest; you’ve got to tell people what has 
happened...If you can name those things you can leave it at the door. You can leave it at a 
therapist’s office. Don’t be afraid to seek help…” (White, 2017, p. 338) The need of social 
structures to support LGBTQAI+ plus students is a common theme among the interviewed 
participants.  
With the establishment of LGBTQAI+ advocating clubs, these support systems will be 
less about finding advocates, and they will become more about grouping with students and staff 
who develop relationships and support. GLSEN (2017) also found that students found comfort 
and support in adults outside of the advisor; 52.8% percent stating that they confided in a school 
mental health profession; 42.3% stating that they found support with a teacher. (Pp. 60-61) With 
that data in mind, the evidence of the importance of positive relationships with school-based 
professionals becomes evident. Additionally, it becomes evident that LGBTQAI+ are able to 
determine what teachers, counselors, and administrators they can find support in.  
Kearns et. al. (2017) conducted interviews with preservice teachers working directly with 
cooperating teachers. In one instance, a grade school aged student had begun to transition to a 
chosen gender identity. The teacher refused to readdress the student by a new gender-affirming 





student by a name, instead using the word “you” to address the student. Even in instances of 
class wide activities, such as a class wide read aloud. When it was the students turn to read, the 
teacher stated “Now, you. You read.” The preservice teacher took special note of the trans 
student’s physical demeanor showing signs of distress. (Lefreneiere & Stonefish, 2015; Kearns, 
2016) The example presented shows the power that teachers have in the moment, especially 
when considering working with students in lesser grades. Though this example shows a 
particular damaging way in which school can damage students' comfort in school, curriculum 
and content can also be particularly damaging.  
In schools, gender roles are often taught implicitly. Without consideration to 
nonconforming gender, sex, or sexuality students or families, teachers use language, teach 
lessons, or provide materials that promote traditional gender norms.  These implicit messages 
teach students strict, structured gender roles. Therefore, without consideration for how these 
messages may engage bias towards LGBTQIA+ individuals, the context of these messages are 
widely dispersed. For instance, when teachers are talking to students about taking notes home, 
they may use language such as “bring this to mom and dad.” Not only does this reinforce the 
message that all students have these familial relationships, but it also furthers the notion that 
families are constructed with two parents. The dichotomy of the roles is also assured with the 
message of “dad” and “mom.” This message of gender roles is established within all subject 
areas. According to Kearns et. al., (2017) “Schools often serve as contexts where students come 
to narrowly understand gender roles and expectations, which limits the gender expression of all 
youth, since those who do not conform or perform their gender roles are vulnerable to 
harassment and bullying.” Affirming school climates can play a protective role in reducing 





Therefore, without extending the understanding of LGBTQIA+ issues and identities, 
school is providing no context or understanding of LGBTQIA+ identities. Thus, they promote 
heteronormativity and targeting of all those who do not fit within the traditional gender norms.   
“When educators are silent in the face of abuse, their silence acts as a form of symbolic violence 
that says they do not find the abuse objectionable.” (Lefreniere & Stonefish, 2015) Putting it 
blatantly, when teachers chose to not directly challenge oppression, they furthering oppression. 
Choosing to not act is damaging to LGBTQIA+ students. Yet, simply furthering oppression 
through non-action is not the most damaging impact of teachers working with LGBTQIA+ 
students.  
 
Gay Straight Alliances 
Founded in San Francisco in 1998, GSA Network emerged as a youth-driven 
organization that connects LGBTQ+ youth and school-based GSA clubs through peer support, 
leadership development, and community organizing and advocacy. (gsanetwork.org) Our youth 
leadership development model supports youth in starting, strengthening and sustaining GSA 
clubs to create school communities where all students can be safe from discrimination, 
harassment, and violence based on their sexual orientation or gender identity. GSA organizing 
rapidly expanded into a national youth organizing movement that now works at the intersection 
of racial and gender justice. Formerly known as Gay-Straight Alliances, GSAs began as 
community-based youth programs led by counselors or teachers in the 1990's. (Poteat et al., 
2012, p. 319) On gsanetwork.org, a database of information for students, parents, and advisors of 
GSAs, the GSA Network stated 
In 2016, we formally changed our name to Genders & Sexualities Alliance Network 





understand their genders and sexualities to be uniquely theirs and have moved beyond 
the labels of gay and straight, and the limits of a binary gender system.  Trans and queer 
students continue to name their individual school-based clubs in a way that reflects the 
values and identity of its members.  
There are over 4,000 actively run GSAs in high schools and middle schools across the 
United States. (Poteat et. al., 2012, p. 319) Though there are not specific numbers of active GSAs 
in urban middle schools. According to gsanetwork.org, the exact number of GSAs nationwide 
yearly is not known. This is due to clubs being discontinued and created. This change occurs due 
to the support from the school district and advisor teachers. Although, there are active GSAs in 
40 states, and there are an estimated 1,100 clubs in California alone. (gsanetwork.org) 
 
The benefit of GSAs 
"In principle, GSAs are intended to provide safe environments for LGBTQ and 
heterosexual youth to socialize, receive support, and engage in advocacy efforts." (Poteat e. al., 
2012, p. 319) Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) are organizations or clubs that are developed in a 
K-12 setting. Traditionally, these clubs developed to fill the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer/questioning (LGBTQIA+) students, as well as allies. GSAs are often an 
extracurricular organization or club that prioritizes supporting LGBTQIA+ students through safe 
spaces for support, conversing, and learning (Mayo, 2015).  According to data taken by 
GLESEN (2017), which conducts in-depth analyzed studies into LGBTQAI+ student 
experiences, over 58% of student respondents stated that their school had a GSA. (p. 56) GSAs 
develop with certain missions that include building a sense of community within the 
organization, activism outside of the organization, a safe space for students who are involved, 





Furthermore, studies since the 1980’s have shown the presence of GSAs in schools 
provides the school climate a greater degree of gender and sexuality acceptance. (Ioverno et. al., 
2016: DePedro et al., 2018) This may be attributed to activism within a school environment, 
support from other GSA members, active advisors, or participating teachers. It may also be due 
to the support of building and district administrators. (Mayo, 2013) In a study conducted by 
Massachusetts Youth Risk Behavior Survey, data showed that students with an active GSA 
reported less instances of harassment, threatening encounters, and were more likely to attend 
school when compared to LGBTQIA+ students in districts without an active GSA. Even if the 
students were not participating in the club, these effects were still shown to be prevalent. 
(Ioverno et. al, 2016; Lefreniere & Stonefish, 2015)  
An additional benefit of the presence of an active GSA is that there is more intervention 
of staff to homophobic remarks, support from administration for LGBTQIA+ students, positive 
relationships across sexual and gender identities, more school attendance, higher academic 
success. (Ioverno et. al., 2016, pp. 399-400) The acknowledgement of the impact of harassment 
is an important factor to consider. The power that teachers and school staff in school 
environments must be utilized to both protect and support students. 
 
GSA Network  
The GSA Network, supported by state run LGBTQAI+ support groups, provides 
advisors. The efforts that they include for a self-assessment are support, social, and activists. 
They also provide brief explanations of each goal. In the center junction, this is the goal for 
GSAs to obtain. That they are successfully navigating support for students, social activities for 
students to engage in, and advocating for gender and sexuality equity through activist roles. 





typically in a high school or middle school, which provides a safe place for students to meet, 
support each other, talk about issues related to sexual orientation and gender identity and 
expression, and work to end homophobia and transphobia.” (gsanetwork.org)  
Creation of social space for nonconforming students to engage in dialogue, discussion, 
experiences, and building relationships allows for oppressed students to build quality 
relationships with students who they can identify with. Mayo (2015) explains that with the 
established GSA that J.J. created, students would socialize within this grouping. Students would 
support each other outside of the safe space that was created by establishing relationships with 
students and staff. Teachers that supported LGBTQAI+ identities had noticeable stickers placed 
outside their rooms, so that nonconforming students would know what teachers supported their 
identities. Additionally, this created relationships where students would socialize with both peers 
and teachers about their sexualities and genders. (Mayo, 2015)  
Gender activism works to deconstruct gender categories, addressing the intersection of 
gender and sexuality, which affects all youth (Lefreniere & Stonefish, 2015) This may also 
include going beyond the GSA space. For instance, in queer pedagogy, scholars ask that 
educators go beyond the basic inclusion of LGBTQIA+ identities in lessons, and instead, look to 
challenge structures of oppression including heteronormativity. (Penell, 2017) Activism could 
simply be the presence of lessons that challenge the structures of oppression and 
heteronormativity. As an organization, one area that GSAs are particularly developed for is 
creating “safe space.” This space allows for the admission of people with similar beliefs, 
identities, and experiences. With this admission comes provided support from peers and 
advisors. Thus, providing students examples of how identity plays a role in the world around 






Some research argues that GSAs are ineffective. Yet, the research went very little into 
examples of GSAs going beyond the “club space” or “safe space.” It is not uncommon that 
GSAs expand into both their schools, districts, and community. In fact, Mayo (2015) discusses a 
valuable experience for the GSA members. They were given the opportunity to share their 
experiences as students, including times they had been targeted or bullied. The benefit of this 
experience for preservice teachers would be great, especially if it were in conjunction with 
academic instruction that provided them ways to implement advocacy within their own 
classrooms.  
A critique of the literature that focused on queer pedagogy, is the idea of using education 
as a means to challenge structural oppression for LGBTQIA+ students. Though this is an 
essential area to begin, due to budgetary issues, it is often difficult to provide districts complete 
access to professional development related to LGBTQIA+ issues in schools. Therefore, often 
when educators access professional development for these issues when they arise, it is often done 
in small groups or conventions (Leordi & Stanley, 2015).  Therefore, to properly prepare 
teachers to introduce content that is challenging heteronormativity is complicated. Additionally, 
in teacher education, preservice teachers are not prepared to work with LGBTQIA+ students. 
This would include bias, homophobic interactions, and transphobic interactions where students 
are being bullied or targeted due to their gender or sexuality identity. (Leordi & Stanley, 2015) 
Education is a complex but important structure of society. However, without guidance, educators 
are unable to meet the needs of LGBTQIA+ students, and many teachers may be unwilling to 
address oppressive structures due to their own bias. 
The literature went into great detail to explain the limitations of GSAs, yet there was very 





(2015) case study, evidence was provided to show that GSAs can be active within their academic 
environment. The literature was inadequate in providing evidence to show there was an impact in 
that environment or in other examples. Thus, GSA activism may have an impact outside of the 
space that they have agency, but there are few answers to show that activism outside the school 
or within it actually challenges oppressive institutions.  
The literature went into very little detail for best practices for GSAs. As far as best 
practices, the literature did not discuss best practices for meeting frequency. For instance, when 
responding to the regularity of meetings for GSA, as of 2017, GLSEN found that 36% of GSA 
respondents stated that the GSA at their did school met “never.” Additionally, gaps in research 
that are relevant could include frequency of meetings, methods of conducting meetings, 
appropriate roles for students and advisors, and how to engage the school community in the 
club’s practices.  
Though the critiques of GSAs are valid, there is importance in creating community, 
supportive environments, and activism to empower students that the GSA provides LGBTQAI+ 
students. Often, without that sense of community and agency, students have experiences of 
heteronormative attacks by fellow students. This creates mental health issues, such as depression 
and anxiety. To create this space, advisors need to be prepared to develop spaces for LGBTQAI+ 
students. Though GSAs must begin to disrupt and dismantle oppressive heteronormative 
structures in education, this work cannot be done without also protecting LGBTQAI+ students. 
Therefore, working to provide advisors relevant information and practices from successful GSA 
advisors may help to promote additional GSA growth and structures of support utilizing the 






Advisors of GSAs 
Though there is expansive research into the experiences of LGBTQIA+ identifying 
students, there is very little literature focusing on the expectations and role of the advisor. The 
role of an advisor in the GSA is not clearly defined, as there is limited structure or organization 
of GSAs. This is also largely due to the varied level of context from district to district. In this 
instance, context matters, as well as the locations of where the GSAs are established. DePedro et 
al., (2018) argue the differences in schools based on location: urban, suburban, or rural. 
[F]indings suggested that rural LGBTQ students were more likely to experience 
harassment when compared to their urban and suburban peers. School staff members and 
peers in rural localities were also less likely to intervene on behalf of LGBTQ students 
experiencing harassment. Anti-bullying policies, curricular representation, and LGBTQ 
focused clubs and organizations were found to play a powerful role in reducing LGBTQ 
harassment. (p. 268) 
While the experiences of LGBTQIA+ students are important to understand, without 
concrete examples of the duties of advisors, the academic understanding of the advisor role is 
limited. Without a clear understanding of the duties of an advisor, teachers or school leaders may 
be hesitant to organize their own GSA. Though interested parties may use gsanetwork.org, the 
formal organization of the GSA, to find resources and advice, there are GSA advisors who do not 
directly connect with formal groups.  
Second, academic research into the role itself is limited. Through the literature, the 
literature gave minimal information on advisors’ practices in active GSAs. Often, the advisor 
was not the main focal point of the research study in whole. For instance, in Mayo (2015), the 





focused on briefly, the experiences of the students provided much of the direct quotations. 
Therefore, though the advisor's perspective was taken into account, as well as the practices, it 
was not the primary focus of the research. Without a clear understanding of advisors’ agency 
within the GSA, potential advisors may feel as if they are not qualified due to their experiences, 
especially in the consideration of cisgender, heterosexual individuals.  
Finally, without a large scope of research into the advisory role of GSA development, 
advisors may struggle to find commonality between their experiences and others. Especially in 
districts where the GSA is not considered necessary or welcome, this can create hostile 
challenges for the advisor. Understanding how other advisors have successfully or 
unsuccessfully advocated for their members would benefit the advisors. It would provide insight 
into how situations were handled, and what experiences a potential advisor may have if they 
begin a GSA in their district. Therefore, determining answers to the research question What 
challenges do advisors navigate and what resources do they leverage to advise GSAs in 
urban middle schools become important to assisting future advisors into developing GSAs in 





CHAPTER 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Queer Theory 
Queer theory foundationally posits that gender and sexuality are socially constructed. 
This construction of identity is based on heteronormativity, the belief that cisgender and 
heterosexual identification is the norm of society. Though the research of queer issues is not a 
recent development, prior to the development of queer studies, disciplines such as sociology and 
psychology were the primary fields studying LGBTQAI+ phenomena. Largely, the perspectives 
of researchers studying the phenomena were looking at these issues through a perspective of 
“deviancy,” utilizing a heteronormative perspective to research LGBTQAI+ issues. (Pinar, 1998)  
Early on into the research of LGBTQAI+ issues, heteronormative lenses were utilized 
when conducting research, even researching homosexuality in education, arguing the dangers of 
allowing LGBTQAI+ teachers to work with students. (Pinar, 1998) However, with the 
development of queer theory as a framework is utilized as a means of deconstructing systems 
based on heteronormativity and socialized normative identity. (Strunk & Locke, 2019) A 
component of queer theory is the attempt to understand non-normative identities and their 
implications.  
According to Manning (2016), “Queer  theory  has  primarily  been  used  as  an  
analytical  tool  for  critiquing  the  creation  of  categories  for  sex, gender, and sexual 
identities.” (p. 916) The term queer, being utilized to name queer theory, recognizes all 
individuals not identifying as heterosexual and cisgender, creating a term that encompasses all 
othered gender and sexual identities. (Manning, 2016, pp. 915-16) Though there is often 
contention in the term queer due to the historical trauma connected to its usage as a derogatory 





One consideration that should be made related to the construction of identities is 
Westernized perspective of sex and gender as an identity. Sex and gender is contextual. The 
social construction of heteronormativity insinuates that there must be an “othered” identity. For 
instance, in some indigenous cultures and in ancient Greece, sexuality and gender was much less 
socially constructed, in that the act was common with varied partners. The act of sex was 
removed from the formation of identity. (Marinucci, 2010) For instance, in indigenous cultures, 
it was not uncommon for gender identity to be commonly crossed, and for ancient Greeks to 
commonly have sexual relationships with adolescents. This enforces the idea that sexuality and 
gender are not universal, but they are contextual based on the culture of society. For the focus of 
this essay, Euro-American perspectives of gender and sexuality identity were utilized due to the 
location of research.  
Throughout the research process, the usage of queer theory was utilized to align all 
research steps to theory. Queer theory methods of critiquing data has been utilized historically 
when looking at art, historical documents, and research; therefore, it was utilized when 
conducting and coding data from interviews and documents. (Manning, 2016, pp. 915-917) The 
alignment of the research methodology and literature review was based on defining queer theory 
as a method of understanding which focuses on non-normative practices and identities such as 
gender, sex, and sexuality that do not align with the heterosexual and cisgender identity. (Berg, 
2013, p. 24) Queer theory foundationally posits that gender and sexuality are socially 
constructed. Therefore, queer theory as a framework is utilized as a means of deconstructing 
systems based on heteronormativity and socialized normative identity. (Strunk & Locke, 2019) 
As queer theory has developed, openly gay and lesbian researchers began to utilize the term 





stories in media, including researching issues with a critical lens. (Pinar, 1998) The usage of 
Berg’s (2013) definition of queer theory allowed me to follow similar methods of inquiry into 
the research question: What challenges do advisors navigate and what resources do they 
leverage to advise GSAs in urban middle schools?   
Understanding that LGBTQIA+ students struggle with agency in space due to the 
implications of gender and sexuality norms means that space is a necessity for providing agency. 
GSAs are thought to provide this space. As Mayo (2013) discussed in the critical case study at 
Freedom High School, safe space was created by “J.J.,” the advisor, by creating dialogue 
between students. During GSA meetings, the advisor allowed students to voice concerns, create 
activism within the space, teach about queer topics outside of school, and her own identity as a 
lesbian woman. Yet, the factors that the advisor at Freedom High used to create this space are 
not necessarily universal. This would be due to the location of Freedom High School, a 
predominantly white middle-class school. Therefore, contextually, the oppression that 
LGBTQIA+ students may experience in an urban-poor school district may vary due to the 
intersection of varying identities, such as being a person of color, economic instability, 
migration, gender identity, and sexual identity may change methods used of creating a safe-space 
for LGBTQIA+ students. Additionally, according to DePedro et. al., (2018), there are disparities 
of treatment of LGBTQIA+ students in rural, suburban, and urban school districts. Evidence 
suggests, in the few studies conducted, that suburban and urban schools are more accepting of 
LGBTQIA+ students. (pp. 266-67)  
Second, with considering space and agency that aligns to queer theory, schools may be 
considered to be historically heteronormative. One essential component of a GSA when it is 





would not only challenge heteronormativity, but may address oppressive factors developed by 
heteronormativity. (Strunk & Locke, 2019, p. 60) This would include creating systems to educate 
students, teachers, and the community at large about inequality for LGBTQIA+ students. Queer 
Theory was utilized to consider how the framework of GSA development may impact 
heteronormativity in school environments. Additional research into the activism of a GSA in an 
urban middle school may provide additional context to how the steps an advisor can take can 





CHAPTER 4. METHODOLOGY 
This study is a critical case study using data collected through semi-structured interviews 
and document analysis. A case study was determined to be the best suited model of inquiry 
because it provided the best opportunity to explore a bounded system; utilizing interviews to 
probe into the processes of how adults work to build suitable environments for LGBTQIA+ 
students in a GSA in an urban middle school (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). What makes a case 
“critical” is its attention to inequality and domination (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). Due to the 
political nature of gender and sexual identity and the oppressive nature of heteronormativity in 
education, this is such a case. As a critical case study, the goal of the study is to determine how 
the steps that advisors have taken have both challenged heteronormativity and empowered 
oppressed students. Additionally, taking a critical role as a researcher positions the researcher to 
observe the environments and utilize theory to determine effectiveness and themes. Although 
GSAs themselves are not under-researched, the roles of adults working directly with LGBTQIA+ 
students are. Thus, a critical case study was an appropriate way to answer my research question, 
What challenges do advisors navigate and what resources do they leverage to advise GSAs in 
urban middle schools? 
 
Research Site 
The participants in this study work at urban middle schools in a Midwestern state in the 
United States. The participants work at three middle schools in a district called Denver Zester 
School District (DZSD). Denver Zester School District is one of the largest school districts in the 
state, with a current count of well-over 30,000 total students. As of Spring 2019, over 7,000 





well over 700 total students. Most middle schools in DZSD provide for grade ranges 6th-8th, 
while a small number work with students in elementary grades through 6th. Not all middle 
schools in DZSD have active GSAs, but the district as a whole has demonstrated its desire to 
work with LGBTQ students through formally giving permission for GSAs to operate as any 
other club in middle schools.  
The three urban middle schools within DZSD are James Woods Middle School, Michael 
Scotch Middle School, and Blue Jordan Middle School. Based on the district website for DZSD, 
each of the schools have a student population which ranges from 700-800 students in total. Each 
school is diverse and multi-ethnic, when compared to other middle schools in the state. The 
middle schools that had participating advisors encompass 6th-8th grade, with multiple teams 
teaching throughout grades. The students are educated in math, science, language arts, and social 
studies as general education courses. Students are also provided exploratory classes that include 
art, PE, business technology, orchestra, and band. There are also varying degrees of clubs and 
activities that students can be involved with on an extracurricular basis. The goals provided by 
the district promote extracurricular activities for students.   
Administrators establish throughout goals of the district. The DZSD desires to increase 
the numbers of student involvement in school-based activities. Therefore, clubs are promoted 
throughout the year, and teachers are supported when establishing clubs on a regular basis. 
School and district goals are commonly discussed through professional development meetings 
and posted throughout the schools. These goals lead teachers to follow certain equity-based 
principles established by the district. The home district for JWMS utilizes the goal system to 
promote equitable outcomes for Students of Color, but there are no specific goals for 





students, the district emphasizes student involvement in clubs, including the GSA.  
Through the data provided by GLSEN, the school environment that LGBTQAI+ students 
engage in becomes clearer. To protect the school district’s anonymity, the following data has 
been generalized. Gay, Lesbian, & Straight Education Network (GLSEN) is a advocacy group 
that conducts original research into LGBTQAI+ issues nationwide. They utilize this research to 
promote advocacy by providing educators and students tools and resources for activism, 
education, and creation of GSAs, or similar functioning clubs.  GLSEN conducts  School 
Climate Survey nationwide to gain clearer insight into experiences of LGBTQAI+. This data is 
available at the state-level, as well.  While looking at the state level data for the location of 
DZSD, it was found that derogatory terms for sexual identity and gender identity were common, 
heard by over 80 percent of all respondents. Furthermore, specific instances of students being 
targeted due to their identity ranged from 50% of respondents to over 70 percent of respondents. 
Over 10 percent of all students who responded in this Midwestern state stated that they had been 
physically assaulted in school due to their gender or sexual identity.  
The state in which DZSD is located, has historically defined itself by progressive ideas 
related to gender and sexuality1. Prior to the Supreme Court upholding the constitutional right of 
marriage to same-sex couples; legislation of same-sex marriage has been supported. However, 
since the legalization of same-sex marriage, there have been a multitude of draconian attempts to 
develop legal forms of discriminations against LGBTQAI+ identifying citizens, specifically 
related to gender identity. One bill, which has since been removed from voting, even targeted 
public medical funds to be used for gender-confirmation surgery. Additionally, instances of 
firing of openly gay state employees due to their sexuality has resulted in successful lawsuits 
                                                






against state leaders. These steps, both progressive and targeting the LGBTQAI+ community, 
demonstrate the needs for protections for LGBTQAI+ identifying students, and the creation of 
more GSAs throughout urban districts in the Midwest. 
 
Data Collection 
Participants were recruited by first identifying which middle schools in DZSD had active 
GSAs. Each school utilizes a website to provide information to parents, students, and staff 
including whether the school sponsors a GSA. School websites were used to contact GSA 
advisors through email to ask for optional participation using a pre-written email (See Appendix 
A). Though not all of the middle schools had official GSAs, many middle schools had contact 
information for GSA advisors (N=6).  
 
Participants 
Advisors were contacted from all middle schools in DZSD with active GSAs. Three 
advisors showed interest and opted to become participants: Jane August, Wendy Justus, and 
Linda Westart. These are pseudonyms chosen by the participants to protect their anonymity. 
Participant 1 is named Jane August. She teaches 7th grade Language Arts at the largest of the 
selected middle schools. She has been a GSA advisor for four years. Participant 2 is named 
Wendy Justus. She had just completed her final year teaching at DZSD in order to move to 
another school district within the Midwestern state. She began the club in 2019, and this was her 
first year of advising. Participant 3 is named Linda Westart. Mrs. Westart is a counselor for 
students at Michael Scotch Middle School (MSMS), in DZSD. She has been running the GSA at 
MSMS for 5 years, beginning the club in the 2015-2016 school year. Table 1. Advisor Data is 








Table 1. Advisor Data 
 Jane August Wendy Justus Linda Westart 
School 
James Woods Middle 
School 
Blue Jordan Middle 
School 
Michael Scotch Middle 
School 
Education 
Level BS + Masters Degree BS degree in Education 
Master’s, plus 30 hours post, 
for Licensed Mental Health 
Counselor (LMHC) licensure 
Staff Position 
Language Arts, 7th 
Grade 
Former District Teacher, 
7th Grade Social Studies Counselor 
Number of 
Years 
Advising 4 years 1 year 5 years 
Gender Cisgender woman Cisgender Woman Cisgender woman 
Sexual 
Identity Bisexual Queer Heterosexual 
Race White White White 
 
Semi-structured interviews  
The interviews lasted approximately 40-60 minutes in entirety. Each interview utilized an 
interview protocol with 12 structured questions (See Appendix B) . Interviews were conducted 
electronically, using email and Zoom video chat. Based on the conducted interview, additional 
questions were formed to further probe the participant. Additional probes were conducted 
through emailed protocols that were completed at the leisure of participants. The protocols were 
questions based on the answers given by the participant. A semi-structured interview approach 





to have pre-planned questions, but was also fluid enough that further in-depth questions could be 
asked if new information was learned.  
Each of the recorded interviews was transcribed into GoogleDocs for ease of coding 
using highlights and comments.  To check, I sent the transcripts back to the participants. This 
allowed the participants to restate or clarify any points that they had made and make any 
corrections. This member checking also provided insights that were useful when coding.  
After completing each interview, transcribing, and providing opportunity for comments, 
the data was then coded based on themes. Each transcribed interview was read thoroughly, and 
then I looked for similar themes. Common trends were noted when coding interviews. Going into 
the coding process, it was determined that common themes based on the administration and 
district would likely be prominent. However, when the data was coded, they were compared to 
determine overlap of large main-ideas.  The themes noted from the interviews were derived from 
important features of the interviews. Based on the answers collected via interviews, further 
information may have needed to be collected. This was largely based on information that was 
relevant to research that came to light as data was coded (See Appendix B). Participants were 
provided rough drafts of the thesis and drafts of the interviews.  
 
Documents 
 When conducting the initial interviews, I asked participants to provide documents related 
to their duties as advisors. Participants sent pictures, PowerPoints, permission slips, and other 
club-related materials. These helped determine how advisors used these systems of 
communication as a means of gaining support or navigating constraints. Through the collection, 
coding of documentation was related to how advisors were leveraging support intentionally or 





 District information was also collected using the public district website. This included 
websites connected to the main district website. To keep the identity of the district anonymous, 
specifics on the district shall remain generalized. However, when relevant information related to 
the themes is necessary, it will be described in a manner that both clearly articulates the 







CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS 
Findings 
Jane August: James Woods Middle School  
 Jane August is the GSA advisor at James Woods Middle School. August is an open 
bisexual white woman who has taught for more than five years in DZSD. August received her 
Masters degree through a program created by the district to help foster leadership in the urban 
education setting. She credits this time in classes with helping to empower her to create an 
equitable environment for LGBTQAI+ students. 
 Jane August’s club began informally in the 2016-2017 school year. This club began as a 
lunch group where students would come to her room to socialize while they ate. This led to the 
creation of the GSA when students became interested in developing an LGBTQAI+ club. The 
students asked Mrs. August if they could create this club. “The year our club was established 
(2016-2017), there was not yet an activities director at the middle school level, so there was no 
one person in charge of helping me establish a club”(Jane August, June 21, 2020). After 
contacting the building administrators, August was given permission to create the GSA. For the 
remainder of the year, the club functioned as it had. However, the following year, it was 
officially recognized as a school supported club. August was then given a general stipend for the 
club, although the district did not formally recognize it until the 2019-2020 school year. At that 
time, the district created formal positions for GSA advisors and provided specific stipends 
related to their job duties. Jane August’s GSA also registered with a state level LGBTQAI+ 
student advocacy organization. 
 As a motive for establishing the GSA, August points to her relationships with 





was a particularly hard for a closeted friend, who has since lived openly as a gay-man. However, 
understanding the experiences, she advocated by initially informally developing a GSA, and then 
establishing a formal club.  
 With the club in mind, under August’s leadership, the club has created videos depicting 
GSA participants discussing identity. They have created positive activities for the student body 
to support LGBTQAI+, including one event called “Stand Up and Band Up.” With this event, 
students volunteered to wear a band, sign a pledge to not use homophobic or transphobic and 
support the GSA.  
 
Wendy Justus: Blue Jordan Middle School  
Wendy Justus was the GSA advisor at Blue Jordan Middle School, however, she has 
since resigned from her position. After resigning, she worked closely with a fellow teacher who 
is taking over the advisor position. Justus identifies as a queer woman and is white. While in 
school, Justus worked actively to create gender-neutral bathroom options for students at her 
bathroom.  
During professional development prior to the 2019-2020 school year, Justus was 
contacted by the activities director at BJMS about being the advisor for a newly developed GSA 
club. It had been announced that DZSD would be developing a specific advisor position for 
GSAs developing at the middle school level. Justus agreed to be the advisor for the academic 
year. However, during this year, the academic year was cut short due to a viral pandemic, 
COVID-19. Furthermore, Justus then left the district at the end of the year. At this time, another 
advisor will be taking over as advisor to the newly developed GSA.  
Justus points to her relationships and personal identity for her motivation when 





felt unprepared to successfully do so, and Justus did not begin the GSA until an activities 
director at BJMS contacted them.  
Due to the school year ending prematurely, events that Justus wanted to conduct were 
unable to be completed. However, the GSA that Justus advised attended a large conference with 
local and state legislators and other LGBTQAI+ identifying students. Additionally, the GSA 
created posters that were put up around the building.  
 
Linda Westart: Michael Scotch Middle School  
Linda Westart began her GSA in an informal manner similar to August. Westart’s 
position at Michael Scotch Middle School (MSMS) is as a counselor. Westart identifies as a 
straight woman and is white. Prior to beginning to work in the educational field, Westart worked 
with women’s centers in the Midwest.  
Students wanting to begin a lunch group that could meet to discuss LGBTQAI+ issues in 
2015-16 approached Linda Westart. The group’s number quickly increased to 15 or more 
students per lunch meeting. The following school year, the club gained legitimacy at the building 
level by being approved as a club. However, it did not gain formal recognition as a district level 
club until the 2019-2020 school year, similarly to Jane August. In the first year, Westart’s GSA 
created student leadership positions within the club. Students voted to determine who would hold 
these official positions. The GSA also registered with a state level LGBTQAI+ student advocacy 
organization. In the initial stages of the club’s development, Westart did not advise the club on 
her own. Another teacher from the building worked closely with Westart to start the club. After 
this teacher left the building, however, Westart became the sole advisor to the GSA. The GSA 
has run with very little change since its inception in the 2015-2016 school year.  





education through her undergraduate and masters coursework. Completing a minor in Women’s 
and Gender Studies helped to develop some of the knowledge of lived experiences of 
LGBTQAI+ persons, and she emphasized that she had always had a desire to work with 
LGBTQAI+ persons.  
Under Westart’s leadership, the GSA has attended events with other LGBTQAI+ students 
held by a state run LGBTQAI+ advocacy group. They have been involved in fundraising 
opportunities, where they sold candy, pop, and other snacks at school events. Additionally, the 




After conducting interviews and follow-up interviews, it was determined that for GSAs to 
be successfully developed, there must be support for the GSAs within the school district. The 
administration of the building also must provide opportunities for the GSA to be developed, 
without the support from the district level, GSAs may struggle to successfully begin. 
Additionally, GSA advisors must leverage this support to establish meetings, activities, and 
attend events.  
 
Resources leveraged 
 After conducting the interviews, coding practices helped to determine common themes 
based on answers provided by participants. Resources that advisors had accesses to were 
imperative to the overall success of the GSA. The advisors pointed to larger themes that helped 
to promote the development of their GSA, including their personal background, building support, 





participant pointed to that negatively impacted the club's development included funding issues 
with the district, parental concerns, and negative student interactions.  
 
Personal background  
As a motivation for becoming a GSA advisor, each participant described different 
qualities that promoted this interest. These included personal identities, educational experiences, 
and occupational training. The structure of advocacy focuses largely on the identity, including 
sexual identity, gender identity, and occupational identity.  
For two advisors, Jane August and Wendy Justus, having an LGBTQAI+ identity was 
related to their specific desire to establish a GSA. The idea of utilizing their own personal 
identities as a means of creating safe space, due to their own experiences, is important to 
consider. However, Linda Westart’s experiences with LGBTQAI+ issues span from experiences 
at a professional level outside of education. Identity allows advisors to relate to the LGBTQAI+ 
student experiences, and utilize this knowledge to develop the GSA within their school.  
 Jane August suggests that her interest in working with LGBTQAI+ students stems from 
her own personal identity. As a bisexual identifying woman, this identity seemed to be difficult 
to process, as well as openly live. She states that it was students living their truth that provided 
her the support to openly identify as such. Even making notice that many adults struggle to live 
openly. “Personally, I identify as bisexual. That is something that I would have never been 
comfortable saying to anyone, I think. Until, I did that work. And I saw it in my students, [they] 
were also doing that work. Basically, I learned that showing up matters and visibility matters.” 
(August, May 22, 2020)  
Though personal background is related to specific identities, it is also related to 





that advisors had throughout their education. Jane August suggests that her personal identity as 
an educator and advocate is connected to her experiences growing up.  
One of my best friends from middle school, came out and [is] now married to his 
husband, Adam . . . kind of seeing what he had to deal with when we were in middle 
school motivated me to create the GSA. (Jane August, May 22, 2020)  
Personal experiences motivated August to create the GSA, but she also included both the 
learning she completed while in her masters as relevant experiences. As an adult, she saw adults 
struggle to face their sexual identity, but in the schools, she saw students living their truth. The 
support of her education, which focused a great deal on identity, validated the desire of living 
openly as a bisexual woman, and creating a GSA.  
Wendy Justus, however,  points solely to her personal identity and experiences with 
friends as a motivation to working with LGBTQAI+ students. Wendy Justus identifies as queer. 
Prior to becoming a teacher, she was involved in activism at her university related to gender-
neutral bathrooms at the university, specifically in the student residence halls.  
I also spent time at my college fighting for LGBTQ+ rights. One of my very best friends 
is a trans male, and I found myself wanting to use my privilege to help my friend feel 
more comfortable in his living situations. (Wendy Justus, June 20, 2020).  
Justus utilized these relationships, experiences, and her privilege to fight for student access to 
gender-neutral bathrooms while completing her undergrad. Her goal was to create an equitable 
situation for trans-students at her university. Ultimately, she completed her goal prior to 
graduation. Thus, an example of a support system of personal belief being utilized to create a 
positive outcome for a fellow student. Additionally, Justus challenged an oppressive 





a university to have.  This motivation for equity aligned well to her goal of creating and 
establishing a GSA at BJMM.  
Similarly to each of the prior participants, Westart positions her desire to work with 
LGBTQAI+ students to her past, however, it was more geared towards her professional interests. 
After working towards and completing a Masters + 30 in the Licensed Mental Health 
Professional field, Westart worked at a resource center for young women. During this time, she 
also continued her interests in working with LGBTQAI+ folks, even attending conferences for 
LGBTQAI+ members held by state agencies. She took the experiences she had working with 
adults, and then transitioned to working in education. Thus, established information and 
experiences that supported her learning were utilized as motivation to work and develop a GSA 
in 2015-2016. She further points to her interests and motivations to working with LGBTQAI+ 
students through her education, “I also had a minor in Women’s Studies in college, which 
provided me with more education about LGBTQ people and the movement.” (Linda Westart, 
June 20, 2020) 
Though personal identity and experiences are not established factors outside of the club, 
they are pertinent to the motivations behind the development. Thus, experiences support the 
decision of the staff member to become an advisor. The advisors utilize those experiences in both 
their personal lives, educational background, and professional experiences as a foundation of 
understanding to LGBTQAI+ issues. Advisors leverage their support for the LGBTQAI+ 
community to develop a GSA with the goal of establishing a supportive environment for the 
desired outcome of developing social support and activism with LGBTQAI+ students. Yet, the 
GSA themselves operate within school and district structures.  





identifying students. Though each advisor had similar roles once each organization was 
established, the experiences that they encountered prior to entering education or developing the 
club were differing. The development of the GSA was due to the experiences that each advisor 
had. The support of teachers also relates to how students interact with “ally” teachers. Seelman 
(2015) points to the connection of supportive “ally” teachers and LGBTQAI+ students, both 
those who participate in the GSA, and the ones who do not. (p. 27) Prior to developing a GSA, 
two advisors discussed how they began a GSA at the request of students who they had 
relationships with in a lunch group setting.  
 Experiences that the advisors had related to issues in education and society that were 
associated with the LGBTQAI+ community. For August, experiences she had while attending 
classes for her masters helped to inform her and develop her interest in establishing a GSA. 
Wendy Justus also connected their interest to informal learning they had when advocating for 
gender-neutral bathrooms at the university they attended. Similarly, Linda Westart also pointed 
to experiences related to her education, specifically her Women’s Studies Minor. The importance 
of relevant LGBTQAI+ educational experiences as a means of advising GSAs becomes a 
prominent figure in how each advisor began to undertake the role of advisor. The experiences 
that each advisor explained helped to provide context to the situations of LGBTQAI+ youth. A 
major concern educators face is the education to create support for LGBTQAI+ identifying 
students, many feel as though they have not been provided support to learn to provide a 
supportive environment (Leordi & Stanley, 2015, p. 70). According to Justus, prior to beginning 
the GSA, they felt unprepared to work with the GSA, therefore, Justus began to look into 






 Additional learning opportunities for advisors were through experiences and formal 
education. However, there are varying experiences with understanding of LGBTQAI+ 
experiences, and those working with LGBTQAI+ students have demonstrated that they would 
like more support with understanding issues. Without specifically self-selecting information to 
which to educate themselves, educators identified working collaboratively with other educators 
to understanding LGBTQAI+ issues, strategies for LGBTQAI+ inclusion, addressing concerns 
of students, parents, and administrators, and intervening in anti-LGBTQAI+ actions (Leordi & 
Stanley, 2015.)  
Although each advisor promoted their interests in working with LGBTQAI+, 
consideration for each participant's race, as white, must be made for how it impacts their 
perspective of education and LGBTQAI+ issues. Similarly to the national average, a 
predominant number of GSA advisors are white and identify as female (Taylor, 2015). Though 
the participants’ racial identity does reflect the national average, it may also hinder the overall 
construction, activities, and participation within the GSA.  
 
Building support 
 Each participant looked to the building staff, administration, and fellow teachers for 
support. The acceptability of the GSA is largely based on areas related to the physical space of 
the building. For instance, in buildings within more conservative spaces, more conservative 
administrators, and educational principals, GSAs are less likely to begin (Lessiter, 2015). 
However, each participant noted that the building staff made the development of the GSA an 
easy process. When August and Westart began their clubs, the clubs transitioned from a lunch 
group to a building wide club, open to all students within the building. Initially, the informal 





support and being formally recognized as a club, the club became accessible to all grade ranges 
in middle school. For instance, August could only provide meetings for students in 7th grade due 
to her schedule as a teacher. After being able to open up the club to meetings after school, she 
was able to conduct the class with more grade ranges present. This shift essentially permitted the 
club to work in a more public manner, instead of a privately established meeting for 7th grade 
students who desired a safe space to eat and discuss LGBTQAI+ issues. Justus began her club 
prior to the 2019 school-year beginning, however, they were directly contacted by the activity 
director for the building due to their interest in working with LGBTQAI+ students. Yet, they 
remarked at the closeness of the staff, and the positive reaction of staff when the club was 
officially recognized to the staff during a school wide meeting.  
 In the buildings that advisors were located, the environment is subjected to considerate 
methods of equity based pedagogical stances based on the direction of the school district. The 
results indicate that, although perhaps not all educators positively looked at the development of 
the organization as a positive, the focus of the building in larger terms is based on equity for all 
students, and creating a positive working space. Though no building specifically developed steps 
to directly challenge heteronormativity, teachers did utilize the GSA advisors to challenge 
heteronormativity is valuable steps, such as August attending and educating students of another 
teacher about homophobia and transphobia. Furthermore, advisors noted that the teachers 
provided space for GSA clubs to put up posters and hold events that held LGBTQAI+ positive 
messaging, and messages that challenge heteronormativity. Therefore, a supportive building 
benefitted each advisor in different ways. However, teachers were not the only figures supportive 






 Fundraising was a common method of publicly conducting GSA related activities. Some 
fundraisers were related to purchasing candy or food, purchasing tickets to movies, or signing a 
banner. Each of these takes public support to hold, which confirms that supportive staff at each 
school led to implementation of events that helped to support newly created GSAs that needed 
funding. For instance, without support from administrators, fundraising opportunities are 
difficult to come by, without approval from the building administrator, events cannot be held. 
This is due to the staff that is needed to hold the event, staff needed to cleanup events, and the 
complications that may arise. When you hold an event in the school, the school becomes liable 
for any damages, such as a student injury. Therefore, an administrator must be supportive and 
often present when events are held outside of school times. In addition, when GSAs took 
advantage of events that were already taking place to sell candy to raise funds, the funds they 
earned took away from any concessions that may be sold by the school. As the newly established 
GSAs, and the advisors who were counting on “wild card” funds to support their GSAs, were 
provided support by administrators to continue their club with funding taken from the school 
opportunity to make money for other activities. 
 Advisors took the opportunity to publicly fundraise their advisories in both school 
functions and during school time with school support. They utilized this time to create dialogue 
with students and to develop support for the GSA in the student body. Prior to becoming official 
clubs, August and Westart held their meetings during lunchtime, in similarity to secret meetings. 
The public change, from an organization that held informal meetings, to a GSA that was publicly 
endorsing itself through posters and fundraising events shows the shift in mentality that public 
support by a building provides. When the GSA no longer needed to operate in an informal 





public through posters, videos, and events. The acceptance of the GSA was also hampered by the 
acceptance of the creation of a GSA by the administrators, especially prior to the 2019-2020 
school year. Without this approval, advisors would not be able to create a specific supportive 
environment based on activism, social settings, and support for LGBTQAI+ identifying students. 
Though meetings were informally conducted, creating formal GSAs opened the club to all grade 
levels and students, and it expanded the impact of the GSA to students who were otherwise 
unable to participate in the club. Students often view teachers, administrators, and counselors 
who are “allies” through a lens of trust, based on their support of the LGBTQAI+ identifying 
student. But, without this support and students viewing each advisor as a trustworthy and 
supportive ally, the GSA organizations themselves would not have been able to operate, due to 
little student involvement. However, after the GSA formal development, clubs grew larger and 
participation was constant (Marshall, 2015). 
 
District supports 
As a district, DZSD emboldens its teachers, administrators, and staff to work with an 
equity mindset. They create district wide goals to determine best practices for teachers and 
administrators. They created these goals with the mindset of equity for students, particularly 
students of color. In their vision statement, they emphasize that students will have a meaningful 
and equitable learning environment for students. They further this stance by stating that the 
district values all identities including race, religious affiliations, gender, gender identity and 
expression, sexual identity, age, ability, language ability, economic status, and citizenship status. 
Due to the size of the district, they promote these goals by utilizing multiple district positions, 






 Due to the support of the district, GSA establishment was considered to be a part of the 
equitable circumstances surrounding the district goal. In 2019-2020, district leaders came 
forward with establishing the GSA advisor as a legitimized position at the middle school level. 
This would become a position with specific stipends and budgets set towards it, and the district 
would support it. It was during this established time that Wendy Justus was contacted to establish 
the club. “They were working on finding sponsors for GSAs in multiple schools in the district, so 
I can only assume that they were on board with approval.” (Wendy Justus, June 20, 2020) The 
support of the school district came with additional support, including the activities directors.  
Activities directors work to provide support to advisors by providing resources, space, 
and ideas for developing club activities. “Our building and activities directors were supportive 
from the beginning, and this allowed me to help lead fearlessly.” (Wendy Justus, June 20, 2020) 
Though the district legitimizes the club, the building that the GSA operates is the space in which 
these clubs are provided. “We hung posters around the school, hosted fundraisers, and went on a 
trip to the Capitol, and I was never worried about backlash from the building.” (Justus, June 20, 
2020)  
 Though, this was not the experience of all of the participating advisors. For instance, Jane 
August began her club informally in 2015-2016. However, the following year, the club became 
legitimized as a building-based club, and Jane August was provided a wildcard stipend.  
The first couple years, I did have to do more of the asking for actual materials or money 
donations myself. Now, DZSD considers the GSA to be an actual extracurricular activity. 
I actually get a stipend for that position, whereas before, either just a “wild card” stipend, 






 Though the position was unpaid, other building based activities assisted in promoting the 
needs of the GSA for August. Arguably, the district was in support of the GSA club, although it 
was passively. August leveraged this support into various important fundraisers to raise a budget 
for the club. The fundraisers promoted to students helped to educate the student body on the 
issues of LGBTQAI+ students. Linda Westart had similar experiences to Jane August. Initially, 
her club started as a lunch group, and then it semi-formally developed into the GSA.  
Well, at first, I’m not sure if I even asked for permission to do the lunch group.  After 
that, we definitely had permission from my principal/the district.  I even started receiving 
a small stipend [Wildcat Stipend] the following year, from the district, to do it as an 
afterschool club. (Linda Westart, June 20, 2020)  
In 2019-2020, Westart’s GSA was also formally recognized at the district level, which 
wasn’t a large change. “The district, I think, was making a concerted effort to make sure 
someone in each building had that title.  It just helped me and others to know that it was 
considered a “legitimate” club, and not something that we needed to hide.” (Linda Westart, June 
20, 2020)  
 When comparing each of these advisors, the evidence of district support is undeniable. 
Even prior to the official development of the GSA role, the district supported the clubs’ 
development and provided a stipend. However, each advisor worked to develop their club within 
the building. In the building, the support of the administration and staff helped to promote the 
GSAs, and the advisors utilized this support in important ways to further the club.  
 However, some important noteworthy changes to DZSD once the district began to 
recognize GSA advisors at the middle school level formally. First, they began to provide specific 





stipend - a stipend based on building discretion for clubs. Second, another change that began in 
the 2019-2020 school year was the allowance of all GSA students and advisors to attend a 
conference held by Midwest Genders and Sexualities Support Service (MGSSS) with important 
state legislators. Prior to this, funding was difficult to obtain due to the cost of transportation. A 
last major change, and an event that Jane August (June 21, 2020) expressed, “ . . . Another 
opportunity that came was a DMPS partnership with a local performing arts group when they 
hosted a [LGBTQAI+ Positive Play] tour. . . Some of the actors came to speak with students, and 
I was able to take a group of 4 to hear them and participate in a Q & A. That was all facilitated 
by the district and was opened up to every GSA in the district. I think that GSA sponsors were 
formally recognized at the high school level, but this was the first year middle schools had that.” 
(Jane August, June 21, 2020) Advisors leveraged the additional support by accessing activity 
directors and attending conventions. 
 Lassiter (2015) notes that GSAs tend to not be supported by districts in largely 
conservative areas, specifically in rural areas. GSAs that are the most successful are GSAS that 
operate within school districts that emphasize progressive values, such as equity in education, 
social justice, and varying identities based on race, gender, and sexuality.  Thus, with DZSD 
being a known progressive school district in a large urban environment, this benefitted the initial 
establishment of the August and Westart GSAs, even without initial formal establishment of the 
GSA advisor position, support of the district was provided simply due to allowing the initial 
existence of the clubs. This was likely connected due to the equity focus of the district, and the 
variety of identities of students that populate the schools in DZSD. With the legitimization of the 
clubs in 2019-2020, the concerted effort of the district led to newly established GSAs at the 





sources, no longer to be determined by any hypothetical issues of building budget or “wildcat” 
funding. Furthermore, this provided advisors of previously established GSAs to feel as if their 
own clubs were more legitimate and desired by the district.  
 
Organizational support 
Each GSA advisor articulated the continued support of an outside organization, the name 
of the organization has been changed to Midwest Genders and Sexualities Support Service 
(MGSSS). MGSSS is an advocacy group that provides support for GSAs in school districts 
throughout the state. GSAs are able to optionally register their organization with MGSSS, and 
this provides the GSA with connections to what it provides. Founded in the early 2000’s, this 
organization provides a plethora of services for LGBTQAI+ students and organizations. These 
services include holding events, activities, advocacy support, and information for educators.  
MGSSS has its own connection with the GSA Network to conduct services and supports 
for GSAs throughout the Midwest. Such services include providing access to LGBTQAI+ 
advocates to attend GSA meetings. For instance, Jane August has commonly connected with 
MGSSS to establish relationships, her goal being to have students involved in the GSA meeting a 
variety of LGBTQAI+ identifying adults, thus building mentorship. In response to a meeting 
with a mentor advocate attending a GSA meeting, MGSSS created a Twitter thread which stated 
Working with James Woods Middle School’s GSA today, waking up early! Excited to see all the 
great things that students are doing and their activities for Pride Week! In this post, a picture of 
the students, advisor, and advocate are pictured. This demonstrates the support that MGSSS has 
via the usage of advocates, services, supports, activities, and events that they provide. 
Additionally, with the support of such an organization, GSAs can utilize the services they have 





with LGBTQAI+ advocates on related topics. However, advisors are also given access to 
assistance when they need it. 
One example of this is when advisors need advice about situations that they are 
undertaking. For instance, when encountering situations that are problematic, the district has 
policies to help guide administrators, counselors, and teachers. However, MGSSS provides 
counseling services regarding LGBTQAI+ protections and legislation and advises LGBTQAI+ 
advocates about those rights. Due to the support that MGSSS provided Linda Westart, she 
utilized these services to prepare for parental encounters. Though she admits that these 
encounters do not always end positively, having legislative protections for LGBTQAI+ on file 
allowed her to continue to provide services for LGBTQAI+ students even with parental pressures 
to disband the GSA. Beyond the legislative advice, MGSSS provides yearly events held with 
state legislators held locally.  
Though Wendy Justus has left her GSA position and the school district, when connecting 
with the future advisor, she presented her with detailed information regarding MGSSS. She 
provided the future GSA advisor important links to pages on the MGSSS website, and a similar 
organization that she has utilized, the gsanetwork.org, in an email. With the known support of 
the organization, Justus leveraged this support to prepare a fellow GSA advisor into utilizing 
those provided services, including resources called the LGBTQAI+ Resource Guide. In this guide 
page, there are countless lists of activities, advice for advisors, and the basics of LGBTAI+ 
identity, information about laws, and contact information. The provided support can be leveraged 
from beginning a GSA, to providing support for LGBTAI+ identifying students, resources for 






Finally, MGSSS holds yearly events for active GSAs to attend. This space provides the 
opportunity for students to engage with other LGBTQAI+ students from other parts of the state. 
Additionally, GSA advisors get to collaborate, and provide experiences for students that are 
relevant, providing positive experiences related to LGBTQAI+ visibility. Jane August explained 
how her students found it beneficial to be able to sit down with state legislators, and explain their 
lived experiences. (Jane August, May 22, 2020) MGSSS has supported GSAs in DZSD since 
they began. The leveraged support led to August’s GSA being provided the opportunity to talk to 
legislators who can utilize this information to promote LGBTQAI+ topics at the state level, 
advocating for students.  
Each advisor explained how their students engage in these events, which MGSSS holds. 
Collectively, advisors leverage support from the district, building, and state organizations to 
promote the GSAs. Advisors leverage the support provided by the district to utilize bussing 
services. They gain permission for students to attend events held by the MGSSS from parents 
and teachers. Finally, they leverage support from organizations to promote LGBTQAI+ values 
by empowering students to discuss their experiences with state legislators. Each of the GSAs is 
in the infancy of their creation, and due to the transition of validation from the district, the GSAs 
will continue to progress in supporting, providing social experiences, and activism within the 
urban middle schools they reside in. Yet, with all the support that the GSAs have had, each has 




As discussed, DZSD is a very equitably minded district, and it puts effort into creating 





district in some instances can be considered a constraint because the focus has not always been 
specifically looking at LGBTQAI+ student issues. For instance, though two GSA clubs were 
created prior to the 2019-2020 school year, the school district did not formally recognize and 
validate the advisor role for GSA clubs until 2019. At this point, each of the two clubs, which 
both began in the 2015-2016 school year, had been operating with limited funding and 
validation. Each advisor was permitted to get a “wild cat” stipend, which is a catchall style 
stipend that is given to any individual working in a non-validated club. Though the funds were 
provided, the clubs still had to fundraise to have a budget for the club to utilize for events.  
 To navigate the constraint of having budgetary issues associated with lack of funding, 
August and Westart resorted to fundraising. This is not an uncommon theme in school. When 
fundraising, August purchased a button maker and supplies out of her own income. The idea 
behind a button maker was to be able to utilize a way of earning funds that could be utilized 
more than one time. Though other forms of fundraising have been utilized, including using 
methods given by MGSSS, the funds taken are put into a large pot, according to Westart. The 
clubs have been given access to these funds, although there are not clear circumstances as to how 
much money can be utilized, for what services/activities, etc. This constraint means, without 
clear guidance that advisors are not sure of what these funds can be utilized for. However, 
Westart and August both state that they have used the fundraised money for items for the clubs, 
including holding events. Even more, they have been given permission from the district to attend 
large conference style events held for LGBTQAI+ students in the state. Justus also was able to 
attend this event, though, due to the budgetary concerns and proximity to the location that the 






 DZSD did not fully implement the GSA advisory role as a legitimate position, including 
funding designated for GSA functions. With consideration to the time of initially developed 
GSAs being several years prior, the years the clubs functioned without direct validation from the 
district may be considered to some as absence of evidence of district support. However, the mere 
presence of a GSA in school is a form of activism. (Stonefish & Lafreniere, 2015, p. 17). 
Therefore, though the building gave permission to create GSAs, the district fully promoted the 
GSAs by providing wildcat funding opportunities. Additionally, DZSD focuses on providing 
students opportunities for extracurricular participation, and promotes a variety of club activities 
to be created. Even without direct validation through formal creation of the GSA advisor position 
at the district level, allowing the club to be formed, provide “safe space,” support for students, 
and building activism; it demonstrates the district desire to provide equity for LGBTQAI+ 
students prior to fully implementing the GSA advisor; role at multiple middle schools within the 
district. (Stonefish & Lafreniere, 2015, pp. 17-20) 
 
Parental concerns 
Parental concerns were a common constraint held by each of the advisors. These 
concerns did not become immediately apparent due to the beginning of each of the clubs being 
different. Parents often struggled to understand the necessity of the GSA, and furthermore, some 
were even confrontational when discussing the GSA with the advisors and administrators. Linda 
Westart stated that part of parental concern was related to the stereotypical worry parents have 
with students being involved in GSAs; that their student will “turn gay” (Linda Westart, July 5, 
2020).  The advisors commonly remarked instances of hostility, but the approaches taken to 
solve and dismantle the issues were each different. Another parent was mad because her trans 





that student one way with her mother and another with the student.  Obviously, the student and I 
were on the same page about this, and they were good with me using their birth name with their 
mom.” (Linda Westart, July 5, 2020)    
 August stated that parent issues were most commonly attached to the GSA library, where 
students can take LGBTQAI+ books. These books, many of which are fiction, emphasize stories 
geared towards visibility towards LGBTQAI+ characters or stories. When issues related to the 
GSA or library did come up, August would often handle the issues with parents by having 
discussions with them. During meetings, August would often ask if the student would like her to 
discuss the issues directly with the parent. However, when issues arose beyond the advisory role, 
August would navigate these issues by leaning on supportive building administrators to directly 
handle the disagreements.  
 Similarly to August, Westart took it upon herself to address the issues that parents would 
have. To do this successfully, she would utilize the connection between district policies, 
knowledge of the counselor role, state law, and LGBTQAI+ issues. This connection of policy, 
law, and professional experiences provided her the opportunity to address the issues parents were 
having, though it may not have always had the most positive result. Additionally, Westart 
utilized a permission slip to join the GSA (Linda Westart, July 5, 2020). Her club was the only 
club to utilize a permission slip method of entrance, however, in instances where students' 
parents disagreed, it was utilized as a way to show that parents authorized the entrance into the 
club.   
 Though Linda Westart pointed to the creation of the permission slip for joining the GSA 
to show that parents understand the students would be in her care after school, as well to create 





form as a benefit because it provided her evidence to parental consent for participation when 
parents may have had issues. However, she also stated that this may have created issues with 
students being willing to join due to parental discontent with the club or even the students gender 
or sexual identity being hidden from the family. Parental discontent was also noted with Jane 
August. Advisors feel as if they are not given practical means of handling parental and student 
push back when it comes to LGBTQAI+ clubs, organizations, or protections in school. (Leordi & 
Stanley, 2015, p 71) Though, Linda Westart handles much of these issues using varied steps. 
Utilizing district policies, MGSSS, and experience, she works to create more positive outcomes 
when working through issues with parents. However, she also recognizes that the 
heteronormative structures in place have not been challenged. “I feel like, with this topic, we will 
always have people who disapprove, because of whatever reason.  We, as advocates, just have to 
know that we are doing the right thing to support people, as they try to navigate an already 
difficult time with being in middle school.” (Linda Westart, June 20, 2020) 
 
Peer oppression 
A common theme among each teacher was the note of student actions to the GSA and 
LGBTQAI+ students. The advisors made comments about how non-participating students are 
utilizing homophobic and transphobic language, which speaks to a large issue. However, the 
question then becomes how do advisors navigate these issues and support the GSA members. As 
a counselor, Linda Westart often deals with student issues, including altercations that students 
have. Additionally, she helps to debrief when issues do arise in schools. Her experiences with 
student behavior related to homophobia and transphobia became a central point of her 





The main experiences I have had, while working in education, is to have to deal with the 
rampant homophobia that certain students spew each day.  I knew that it was bad for kids, 
but I did not realize how frequently other kids toss around words like “faggot” in order to 
torture LGBTQ students. (Linda Westart, June 20, 2020)  
 
 Students utilize this language in harmful ways to both oppresses and “other” LGBTAI+ 
students in school. When instances of this nature happen, actions are to be taken by teachers to 
protect student identity. One way that June August handled this was by directly contacting 
administration. By advocating for the student being targeted, issues between students can be 
resolved, and LGBTAI+ students can also be protected more beneficially. “I believe our building 
has had moderate success in protecting these students. I will say that every time something has 
been brought to admin’s attention, it has been addressed and taken very seriously.” (Jane August, 
June 21, 2020)  
One common method that the advisors discussed when combating heteronormative 
behavior in the school was creating dialogue with students that utilized derogatory language. 
Often, they suggested this was done on varying levels. It may have included discussion with the 
specific student or class wide conversations. Additionally, depending on the degree of actions by 
the student, Jane August even suggested that in some instances, students were remanded to the 
building administration, especially in instances of targeting LGBTQAI+ identifying students. In 
a study conducted by Graybill et al. (2015), it was found that the common method of dealing 
with student language, such as using the word “fag,” was to address the student in several ways. 
In some instances, the student would be pulled to provide the privacy to establish a one-on-one 





Though this opportunity in teaching situations was not always accessible, therefore, other 
means that educators utilized were to conduct quick redirects by commenting on the 
inappropriate nature of the language utilized. (pp 495-96) As a means of navigating the nature of 
student harming attacks on LGBTQAI+, this is a common means of which advisors challenge 
heteronormativity. “I did my best to fight homophobia in my classroom and encouraged other 
teachers to do the same. We hung posters around the building and started to make plans to 
educate students on homophobia.” (Wendy Justus, June 20, 2020) Sadly, due to the shortened 
year, many of the plans that the GSA had at BJMS were unable to fully develop. However, 
Justus hopes that these activities, including integrating LGBTAI+ topics into curriculums with 
teachers, could be adopted in the 2020-2021 school year. One way that the oppression has been 
challenged has been through efforts of ally teachers. “One 6th grade teacher contacted  me during 
the 2018-2019 school year because she noticed a LOT of her students were using hateful 
language, targeted towards LGBTQIA+ students and a lot of other hateful language as well. So I 
went in and helped her facilitate a circle discussion with them about why that language can be 
harmful.” (Jane August, June 21, 2020) 
 Time throughout the day was also made into opportunities to learn about LGBTQAI+ 
identities and issues. As an advisor to the media club, Jane August worked with this group to 
create example videos about LGBTQAI+ identities. For instance, after taking pictures of students 
involved in the GSA, as well as allies, the media club created a video showing students holding 
signs that read their identities. “The board might say, I am a sister, determined, a student. But, I 
am also (LGBTQ identity). Does that change me?” (Jane August, May 22, 2020) The goal of this 
created media was to both challenge the heternormative belief of non-normative gender and 





overall person. Teachers then utilized time to discuss with students basic questions on gender 
and sexual identity. The goal being to challenge derogatory language and attacks by students, but 
also to open up the idea of identity formation, a complex thought for middle schoolers.  
 Other avenues of navigation that GSAs commonly took were implementing time for 
students to voice their concerns and stories to the GSA group. For instance, in Jane August’s 
GSA, time was given to have student vent concerns of derogatory remarks made from other 
students. Yet, the construction of the group was meant to be a positive direction. “I wanted to 
give kids a space to vent but also wanted to make sure we were always moving in a productive 
direction, so that was (and still is) hard to navigate.” (Jane August, May 22, 2020)  
 Similarly to Jane August, when Linda Westart’s group faced oppressive language, 
advisors utilized the group by pushing back in public ways. “We have had activism, like signing 
a pledge to not use homophobic language.  We also have put up posters around the school, 
promoting the group, and other pro-lgbtq slogans, etc.” (Linda Westart, July 10, 2020) The goal 
of this was to prepare students and empower them to utilize productive language, engage in 
activism, and provide the idea of power related to numbers of students grouping together to 
support a cause.  
 Advisors also utilize the structure of support at the building to help protect LGBTQAI+ 
students. Although DZSD has established GSAs at the district level, the policy protections and 
bullying policies according to the student and teacher handbook do not delineate differences 
between types of harassment, whether based on gender identity, sexual identity, or race. 
According to Nilbitt and Oraa (2014), specific policies for LGBTQAI+ harassment are 
necessary, as for other identities, due to the complexities of privilege and identity. General 





further, it does not immediately target the heteronormative structures in schools to fully embark 
on transforming the school culture. (p. 55) Though advisors are using common practices of 
challenging heteronormative and derogatory remarks, when administrators are stepping in, the 
policies they utilize are based on general district policies. Additionally, they often utilize their 
own personal understanding of the issues at hand. The lack of specific policies related to “isms,” 
creates interpretation issues with ensuring student protections for LGBTQAI+ students. The lack 
of specificity results in administrators utilizing generalized policies with general results. This 
does little to structurally challenge oppressive systems for LGBTQAI+ identifying students, and 
it does little to eradicate the structures that develop negative experiences for LGBTQAI+ 
identifying students. Advisors have utilized their own means of challenging this oppressive 
environment for LGBTQAI+ students utilizing the GSA by creating posters, videos, holding 
public events, and even going to advisories to publicize their club.  
 
Limitations 
 Though the data provided did illuminate clear connections between district equity 
statements and actions and the production and possibilities of LGBTQAI+ based club supports, 
there were limitations in the data based on the quantity of clubs. Data was also limited based on 
the race of the participants. One important delineation of participants was based on the years of 
the clubs’ formal operation. This difference shows in the information provided by each advisor, 
especially with the limited nature of the 2019-2020 school year. Furthermore, the perspectives of 
the advisors changed through time, especially with how the club operated when they were first 
founded to now. The research does not provide great insight into how the organization changed 






Additionally, based on the researcher's identities of race, gender, and sexuality, the 
identity of the researcher may have skewed results when interviewing, collecting data, coding 
data, and finding significant themes when completing the qualitative study. This may have 
developed issues in the overall findings and discussions of the thesis. However, steps had been 
taken when working through the thesis by working collaboratively with an advisor as a 
secondary eye on the thesis. However, to protect the privacy of participants, review of 
interviews, transcripts, and emails were limited beyond the perspective of the researcher.  
 As white advisors, the perspectives of the advisors are based on a singular racial 
perspective. Therefore, the lack of racial dispersion of participants, may be limiting to the 
experiences of advisors of racially marginalized identities. This may impact how the district, 
building, and students engage in the GSA process, as well as overall support for the club in 
general.  
 Additionally, based on GSAs being prominent in public education for several decades, 
each of the GSAs are fairly new, and the clubs just being validated by the district through 
specific funding, the perspectives of the advisors may be limited based on this time. The district 
validation changes methods that the GSAs have had to formally use, including the necessity of 
fundraisers. With the advisors and GSAs having more formal funding opportunities, less 
emphasis can be utilized on fundraising time and methods, and more time can be utilized on 
public activism. This may potentially change how the clubs operate, and therefore, may make 
some of the information collected invalid within several years. However, other factors need to be 
considered a limitation, such as the method of collection.  
 There were also limitations of this study due to COVID-19. In particular, the preferred 





body language, were unable to be utilized. This, in some ways, limited the nature of the 
participant interviews. Furthermore, some instances of interviews had to be conducted through 
other means, including email. Thus, limiting the information that could be collected, especially 
with follow-up or related questions by the researcher.  
 Through the research, a large theme provided by the interview coding is building and 
district support. The development of the GSAs, district and building support was a constant 
statement, especially when related to the newly established GSA in 2019. This was due to the 
validation of the district through formal development of a GSA advisor position with specific 
funding of stipends. However, the struggles of the advisors would likely be different based on 
the location of the development. In a district with more conservative community and staff 
members, the GSA development may have not been as well received, additionally, the district 
may have received push back from the community in a less multi-ethnic city, with more 
conservative community members. At this time, no direct information has come forward related 
to any community push back or pressure of the school district. Yet, research has shown that 
GSAs tend to be less well received and even are dismantled within more conservative districts. 
(Lessiter, 2015, p. 25) The viewpoints of the participants were then based on the viewpoint of 
advisors operating within a single district that supports GSA developments and LGBTQAI+ 
identity. This viewpoint is singular, and it does not have a variety of experience when compared 
to the larger scope of the Midwest. 
 
Implications 
 Collection of data created an understanding of the elements needed for advisors to create 
successful LGBTQAI+ clubs, however, there is more that can be expanded based on the 





support when creating a new GSA within an urban middle school are supportive school districts 
and buildings. Additionally, having access to an outside organization, such as a state or nonprofit 
run organization that can provide resources, advice, and potentially convention based events. The 
personal background of the advisor also provides the advisor personal experiences, professional 
understanding, or educational knowledge to help promote a positive LGBTQAI+ based 
organization, such as GSA.  
 Though the data created valid suggestions, including that districts need to support GSA 
creations, expanding the data into other urban districts within the Midwest would provide a 
clearer picture on the overall structures at play. For instance, with the creation of GSAs at 
DZSD, it began on an individual level. However, if districts began the dialogue of LGBTQ 
issues in education, this would likely change how each of the discussed clubs began. 
Additionally, if these clubs were given instant recognition and funding, it would change the 
initial operation. This would be due to the connectedness between each club, as well as the 
oversight of the district. With more of a dedication to LGBTQAI+ issues in education, staff 
would have a better understanding of students they are teaching, as well. This would provide less 
stress for the newly created GSA clubs and advisors beginning new roles. 
 To gain further insights into the support needed to develop a GSA, further research 
should be conducted in the form of case studies and ethnographies. Expanding on this study with 
other urban school districts in Midwestern states would provide a clearer insight into steps taken 
by advisors. For instance, as DZSD, the district established a formal position for GSAs, however, 
how might the events be different if the district never provided the specific funding for GSA 
advisors. This would likely have resulted in Wendy Justus never beginning a GSA at BJMS. 





Furthermore, how does this look different in districts that have had GSAs established for a longer 
period of time. Further understanding of district acceptance and disapproval is necessary to know 
how advisors may navigate the supports and constraints.  
 
Implications for leaders in LGBTQAI+ organizations 
 With advisors using services regularly, organizations like MGSSS must recognize the 
importance of the services they offer. However, one consideration that should be made is that no 
advisor stated that they had worked with MGSSS prior to the establishing their own GSA. As a 
method of furthering their cause, MGSSS may consider reaching future advisors before the enter 
into formal education positions, therefore, these advisors may be more experienced and prepared 
for undertaking LGBTQAI+ issues. LGBTQAI+ organizations that work with GSAs or 
LGBTQAI+ based clubs or organizations may benefit from establishing relationships with local 
teaching colleges in the state that they operate. This may result in educators working closely with 
the organization, building a base of understanding of the issues that LGBTQAI+ students face 
prior to entering schools. Additionally, this will provide preservice teachers some experiences of 
heteronormativity before entering the classroom, therefore increasing overall allyship for 
teachers.  
 
Implications for GSA advisors 
 One important consideration that advisors should consider is the lack of contact the three 
participants had with other GSA advisors. Though these GSAs operated within the same district, 
nowhere in the interviews did participants explain relationships with other advisors. Though the 
district is very large, buildings generally work independently of one another, beyond working as 





the buildings operate similarly, and the students that they serve are rather similar, the GSA 
advisors do not often work collaboratively. Furthermore, the GSAs operate independently. 
However, the advisors explained how important it was for students to attend conferences where 
they would recognize how many students experienced the world through similar lenses as they 
do. With this understanding of the power of numbers, GSAs may find the need to operate more 
communally.  
 Though the DZSD was very accepting of new GSAs being established, each GSA 
established at varying times, and the permission was often given at the building level. Therefore, 
the district had a very hands-off approach to the GSA until they created a formal GSA advisor 
position. Even with this change, this may not have changed the GSA focus. Therefore, advisors 
should consider the importance of administrative support at the building level as being a primary 
factor when establishing a new club. With district decisions often being macro level, the day-to-
day operations of the school will fall to the administrators. This support allows GSAs to create 
fundraisers, hold events, and be proactive in the building. Therefore, if an advisor would like to 
create a new GSA at a building, they must consider the administrators in the building.  
 
Implications for researchers  
 With GSAs being a regularly researched grouping in education, there is a great deal of 
research that is conducted with the perspective of students. However, there is very little research 
in the way of the educators that commit time and resources to working as the GSA advisor. 
Research into the roles that these advisors take should be furthered as to better prepare advisors 
for undertaking such a position. As GSAs continue to expand, more advisors are going to be 






readiness to be an advisor, GSA advisors are likely to have difficulty beginning, advocating, or 
providing a suitable environment for students. Therefore, it becomes necessary for advisors to 
become part of the focus of research.  
 
Conclusion 
The research question, What challenges do advisors navigate and what resources do they 
leverage to advise GSAs in urban middle schools?, guided the research conducted during the 
critical case study.  Based on the participant data, advisors navigate a variety of challenges when 
establishing a GSA. This is largely dependent on the location of the district, and the overall 
perspective the district takes on equity in education. However, the advisors may encounter issues 
of finding specific funding sources for developing the GSA. This may be due to how the district 
provides stipends for advisors of clubs. Advisors may also encounter student oppressive attitudes 
that they will manage within their classroom. Part of being an effective ally of LGBTQAI+ 
students is to manage and target homophobic behaviors.  
When constructing a GSA, many supports will be leveraged to create a successful GSA. 
Advisors constructed GSAs with the support of the building; specifically, administrators provide 
a great deal of support for teachers, often providing space, funding, and various resources the 
advisors have access too. Teachers within the building also provide support for GSAs, which 
improve outcomes for GSAs being developed. For instance, this may be providing safe space for 
LGBTQAI+ students, providing space for meetings, challenging heteronormativity, and putting 
up posters.  
Backgrounds of advisors play a key role in determining GSA organization. Each advisor 
articulated the important role that their experiences played to motivate their creation of the GSA. 





experiences. Advisor experiences are supportive in helping to motivate advisors to challenge 
heteronormativity and homophobia in schools through development of GSAs. Further research 
should be conducted into determining how identity formations contribute to activism for advisors 
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APPENDIX B. GSA EMAIL 
Good day,  
    My name is Quentin Moen, and I am completing my masters thesis in the development of 
Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) in urban education environments through Iowa State University. 
Due to the importance of GSAs in educational settings, I would like to collect data through semi-
structured interviews with advisors to GSAs, administrators, or teachers directly involved in the 
organization and establishment of GSAs. Through this research, the goal is to provide clarity on 
effective advisory practices, dealing with heteronormativity in middle school environments, and 
managing challenging situations that have arisen while advising or promoting LGBTQ advocacy 
clubs. This research will not directly involve students or observations of any club events or 
meetings. Instead, the focus of the club will be the professionals that are connected to the club 
and school environment. If you would be willing or have other individuals who would like to 
participate in the processes of the research, please email me back with contact information so 
that this important area of study can be further analyzed.  
   Sincerely,  





APPENDIX C. RESEARCH PROTOCOL 
Race:    
Gender Identity: 
Highest Educational Level Achieved: 
Occupation:  
Title:  
 GSA Role:                                          Amt. Years Advising Club:  
Probing Questions 
1. Have you had any experiences prior to education or while in education that promoted 
your interest in working with LGBTQ students?  
2. How did the GSA begin in your school (please provide a detailed timeline)? 
3. When your club began, was it immediately given approval by the building and district? 
When approval was given, how did this help you operate the club?  
4. What methods did you use to create building support for the development of the GSA?  
5. As an advisor, while beginning the GSA, what issues arose? How did you navigate those 
situations?  
6. How has the district and building administration been a support and/or detriment to the 
club’s activities?  
7. In what ways has district support for the GSA developed over time?  
8. What experiences have you had in education that shaped your perceptions of LGBTQ 
issues and the GSA? 
9. What actions did you take to assist in development of the GSA? 






11. Were there any issues or difficulties when developing the GSA within the school, 
community, or district that you addressed? How did you address these issues? Be detailed 
In what ways has the community, school staff, or district given its approval or disapproval for the 
development of the GSA? How did you respond to both approval and disapproval? 
